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Like many states, particularly those in the so-called "rust bucket" of the
industrial north, Wisconsin is concerned about its business climate. A number
of different steps with the potential to make Wisconsin's business environment more hospitable have been taken. For example, the state income tax
has been reduced; the state has partially funded a business development
organization , Forward Wisconsin, to attract new companies to the area; and a
state-appointed panel, the Wisconsin Strategic Development Commission,
has filed its recommendations concerning the actions that should be considered in revitalizing the region's business community.
This article provides another perspective. It reports upon the views held
by a sample of Wisconsin business executives concerning the nature of the
business environment in 1995. Specifically, this paper reports on the perceptions held by 24 executives (mostly vice presidents of planning or
marketing) from Wisconsin corporations. Because vice-presidents of planning
and marketing are most responsible for translating environmental trends into
strategic actions, we believe their vision of the general business climate in
1995 will be of keen interest to those concerned about the future of Wisconsin's economy.

Method
This research was part of a larger study that gathered the perceptions
of Fortune 500 executives as well as of business executives abroad. The
questionnaire consisted of an eight-page survey that solicited the views of
the executives along three general fronts : (1) the external environment of
business in 1995, (2) the relative future importance of various aspects of
marketing and competitive strategy, and (3) the expected financial strategies
of the organization in light of other projections. The external business environment was separated into five subenvironments: technological, political, social ,
ecological, and economic. Predictions about each of the environments were
based on a careful literature review that examined articles and books about
the future. The authors initially compiled a series of 15 to 20 statements for
each environment, later reduced to a list that included the developments
Financial support for this research was provided by the Center for the Study of
Entrepreneurship at Marquette University. The authors wish to thank MBA
students Gary Brunswick and Bernt Asbjoernsen for their assistance In conducting the study.
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that would have the biggest impact on business strategy. Many statements of
general marketing and competitive strategy were formulated based upon
the writings of industrial economist Michael Porter, whose books Competitive
Strategy (1980) and Competitive Advantage (1985) have become classic
bluepr ints for strategy analysis.
For this portion of the research project, a sample of 75 Wisconsin-based
manufacturing firms was selected randomly from Ward's (1985) Directory of
Businesses. As noted above, the que~tionnaires were sent by mail to vicepresidents of marketing or planning, who were contacted by telephone
before the survey was sent to them. Twenty-four usable questionnaires were
returned. In a few cases, the questionnaire was filled out by someone other
than a vice-president of marketing or planning, but in all cases, the survey
was completed by a member of top management. Several other points should
be made :
1. The response rate (32%) is typical for this kind of study.
2. While we cannot claim that the opinions of these 24 business executives represent those held by other business executives in Wisconsin,
they are generally consistent with views held by a national sample of
business managers.
3. The value of these predictions is not in whether they are accurate,
Qut rather in the ins ights they provide into the expectations that
Wisconsin business managers currently hold about the future , be- .
cause perceptions about the future will shape the strategies implemented in the present.
4. The 75 Wisconsin firms included in our original sample employ
approximately 13,000 and generate $1 billion in sales , according to
information reported in The 1986 Classified Directory of Wisconsin
Manufacturers.
Having said this, we now turn our attention to the views vice-presidents
from Wisconsin-based firms hold concerning the business environment in
1995. For each statement dealing with the business environment, the tables
report three probability estimates. The most important of these is the mean
likelihood (ML), which represents the average probability estimate assigned
to each prediction. The lower (LQ) and upper quartile (UQ) probability estimates are also given in order to provide an indication of the dispersion of
the predictions. In this instance, the upper quartile means that the six business executives giving the highest estimates all assigned a probability
greater than or equal to the percent probability estimate which is listed.
The lower quartile number is interpreted in an analogous manner. If the
gap between the LQ and UQ figures is relatively narrow, there was a reasonable amount of consensus about the prediction among the sample.
A separate question in each section asked the respondents to assess
their degree of confidence in their predictions. The scale ranged from "very
confident" to "somewhat unconfiden1." The results are reported in the narrative that follo ws.

wisco nsin small business forum

16

Technology

New technology is one of the more popular remedies to cure businesp
ailments, including those suffered by Wisconsin-based companies. Progress
in areas such as telecommunications, computers, and energy can make
businesses more competitive. Therefore, a series of eight statements relative
to the future cf technology was presented to the study participants . The full
list of items is provided in Table 1. It should also be noted that the executives
were comfortable making predictions about the future of technology - 71
percent categorized themselves as either "very confident " or "confident"
in providing such assessments.
The " high tech " dimension of technology was perceived to be quite
influential by the executives; they forecast the telecommunications , information , and electronics industries to continue their ascendence (ML = 72%).
In addition , they project that "increasingly powerful and relatively inexpensive
microcomputers will make possible inexpensive and highly comprehensive
interlocking data banks " (ML = 79%). Clearly, such developments will make it
easier for corporations to do market research and competitive analysis.
Also, the continued development of industrial CAD/CAM systems was
foreseen (ML = 73%), perhaps indicating that several more Wisconsin manufacturers will modernize along these lines.
TABLE 1
Technology in 1995
Range of Common Experience
EVENT

LQ

M

UQ

Increasingly powerful and relatively inexpensive mircocomputers will make possible inexpensive and highly
comprehensive interlocking data banks.

.70%

79%

93%

Excellent progress in the utilization of solar power.

27

41

59

The telecommun ications, information, and electronics
industries will continue their ascendence.

58

72

93

Twenty-five percent of retail sales will occur via in -home
computer terminals.

19

32

45

The majority of American manufacturing facilities will
have moved to significantly greater automation via computerized machine tools, robotic systems, and CAD/CAM .

61

73

95

Heavy manufacturing will continue its relative decline.

31

48

69

There will be a prevailing climate of social and ethical
problems caused by advancing technology.

28

52

76

A consumer backlash against high-tech developments
such as biogenetics and electronics funds transfer.

16

29

46

Note:

LO
M
UO

=

=
=

lower quartile
mean
upper quartile
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Of particular interest to those following economic events in Wisconsin ,
the executives were relatively uncertain whether heavy manufacturing would
be continuing its decline by 1995. The precise meaning of the approximately
48 percent ML attached to this statement is problematic, but it seems fairly
clear that there is hedging as to whether the decline will continue. Some
prognosticators may foresee growth, while others may be reflecting the
view that these industries have already hit bottom.
Other options which were presented to the respondents-utilization of
solar power (ML = 41 %) and substantial in-home shopping (ML = 32%)received considerably less support. Also, predictions involving social and
ethical problems associated with advancing technology (ML = 52%) and
negative consumer reactions to developments such as biogenetics and
electronic funds transfer (ML = 29%) were not strongly supported .
Political Environment
In this portion of the survey, the respondents provided their reaction to
nine possible political tren'ds (see Table 2), mostly dealing with the shifting
TABLE 2
Political Environment in 1995
Range of Common Experience
EVENT

LQ

M

UQ

The U.S. will adopt an industrial policy whereby the
federal government assists key industries to be worldcompetitive.

33%

47%

66%

Referenda will be increasing ly used to poll the public
concerning controversial national issues.

19

38

61

Continued deregulation of domestic U.S. business.

42

55

70

There will be a movement toward the use of more outside directors that represent stakeholder grou ps such
as labor, consumers, and the community.

26

45

68

The elderly will accrue increased political power.

51

68

89

The U.S. will enact measures that severely restrict
foreign investment in this country.

28

45

65

Health care costs will decline or stabilize, partly because
of governmental policy changes concerning Medicare,
Medicaid, and other health-related programs .

28

47

66

A relative decrease will occur in federal government
as state and local units assume more responsibility.

21

41

65

Labor unions will lose political power.

45

60

78

Note:

LO = lower quartile
M = mean
UO = upper quartile
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tides of power among those who are affected by the business environment.
Only 29 percent of the respondents characterized themselves as "very
confident " about making predictions relative to future political trends; another
48 percent of the respondents felt "confident" or "somewhat confident"
about their predictions.
The most highly regarded trends in this portion of the survey dealt with
the following two statements :
• The elderly will accrue increased political power (ML
• Labor unions will lose political power (ML = 60%).

=

68%) .

Both of these projections seem to be consistent with the public's current
view of the future. An additional trend that the respondents thought would
probably occur (ML = 55%) is the "continued deregulation of domestic U.S.
business." If Wisconsin business executives hold opinions which are in
tune with those held by business managers nationally, this is probably a
welcome prediction, because many business managers feel more comfortable with a less regulated marketplace.
Regarding the other statements, Wisconsin business people did not
generally expect that the U.S. would adopt "an industrial policy whereby the
federal government assists key industries to be world-competitive" (ML = 47%).
All other items received a mean likelihood of less than 50 percent. Included
among these were the decline of health care costs (ML = 47%) , decreased
significance of the federal government in favor of state and local units
(ML = 41 %), the enactment of protective investment measures by the U.S.
(ML = 45%), the use of referenda to poll the public on controversial national
issues (ML = 38%), and movement toward outside directors to represent
stakeholder groups such as labor, consumer, etc. (ML = 45%).
For a unionized state like Wisconsin, the continued decline of unions
would have enormous implications, the most obvious being a probable
decline in wage rates. Such a development is a two-edged sword that would
lower the cost of doing business while at the same time lowering the quality of
life for some state residents. Of related interest is the lack of support for the
prediction that federal government will decline relative to state and local
units. If this prediction is correct, it is not likely that the state government
will in general have greater power than at present to influence economic
outcomes.
Social Environment
A series of seven statements regarding the social environment in 1995
was presented to the respondents. Fifty-eight percent were "confident" in
making social predictions, while 96 percent were at least "somewhat confident. " Education was an important topic in this category; the respondents generally expected that '1he quality of public education at the primary,
secondary, and tertiary levels will be a major concern throughout the 1990's"
(ML = 71 %). Other fairly probable developments include:
• Organizations will continue to move from the Northeast and Midwest to the
Sun belt and West (ML = 59%).
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• An infrastructure crisis (affecting roads, schools, and public services) will
be pervasive in many cities (ML = 67%).
• Eighty percent of married households will be two-income households
(ML = 69%) .
• There will be a significantly increased life span in developed countries
(ML = 70%).
The belief that Snowbelt cities will continue to lose companies to the South
and West is especially distressing. This is a trend which clearly has highstakes implications for the economic climate of Wisconsin during the next
decade.
Two developments believed to be less likely were a revival of consumerism (ML = 42%), and a decrease in the workweek to 36 hours
(ML = 42%). On the other hand, the nation's movement toward dual career
households and desire for higher levels of education seems to be manifested
in the opinions of our Wisconsin sample .
TABLE 3
Social Environment in 1995
Range of Common Experience
LQ

M

UQ

Continued movement of organizations from the Northeast and Midwest to the Sunbelt and West.

41 %

59%

81%

An infrastructure c risis (affecting roads , schools, public
services) will be pervasive in many citi es.

54

67

87

A revival of consumeri sm to 1960s levels of intensity.

26

42

62

There will be a dec reased average workweek to 36 hours.

22

42

65

The quality of public educ ation at the primary , secondary ,
and tertiary levels w ill be a major con cern throughout
the 1990s.

59

71

86

Eighty percent of married households will be two-income
households.

59

69

83

There will be a significantly increased life span in
developed countries.

59

70

86

EVENT

Note:

LQ = lower quartile
M = mean
UQ = upper quartile

Ecology In 1995
The physical environment is a significant variable within the realm of
business strategy, although it has decreased somewhat in importance over
the past five years. The 1960s and 1970s were periods of acute ecological
sensitivity that influenced business practices and procedures. In response to
questions about the external environment that were posed in this portion of
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the survey, 83 percent of the executives were at least "somewhat confident"
of their assessments of the future .
Nearly all of the eight statements were viewed as being probable; the two
statements dealing with exploration and development of oceans and space
were given the highest probabilities of occurrence (ML = 73% in both
cases). Wisconsin executives also foresee a significant water shortage in at
least five U.S. states (ML = 70%), as well as shortages of oil (ML = 60%) and
food· (ML = 54%)", and a struggle over the rights to mine the oceans
(ML = 62%). Also, in an apparent resurgence of pollution consciousness,
the mean likelihood of " increased global pollution requiring substantial
international cooperation " was projected at 68 percent. The only statem~nt
in th is section that was not given a relatively high probability of occurrence
was "stabilizing world population" (ML = 39%). In general, the Wisconsin
business community predicts a worsen ing of the world's ecological problems
during the next ten years.
Since these pred ictions deal with the general business environment,
their exact impact on the Wisconsin economic situation is quite speculative.
For example, while there may be water shortages in the arid Southwest, this
will probably not be a major factor in Wisconsin. In fact, this development
could be an advantage if the Great Lakes provincial governments of the
United States and Canada form their much talked about "water OPEC."
On the other hand, actions to retard acid rain-a factor not explicitly con sidered in this survey-could have substantial economic implications for
some Wisconsin firms .

TABLE 4
Ecology in 1995
Range of Common Experience
EVENT

LQ

M

UQ

Increased global pollution requiring substantial inter- ·
national cooperation.

55%

68%

85%

Worldwide struggle over rights to mine the oceans.

Worldwide shortages of oil.

41

A significant water shortage in at least five states in

56

62
39
54
60
70

76

Worldwide shortages of food.

53
25
38

56
73
83
87

The oceans will be a frontier for major scientific
developments.

62

73

89

Space will be a frontier for major scientific developments.

59

73

93

Stabilizing world population.

the U.S.

Note:

LQ
M
UQ

=
=
=

lower quartile
mean
upper quartile
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World Economy
Five statements on the world economic condition were utilized in an
effort to characterize general economic movements during the next ten years.
Initially, it should be noted that only 33 percent of the executives were "confident" or "very confident" in responding to this portion of the survey, but
92 percent believed that their assessment was at least "somewhat confident." A similar group of executives nationwide was much less confident
in making economic predictions.
Specifically, the Wisconsin executives saw movement towards "a climate
of protectionism characterized by periodic international trade wars and the
formation of regional alliances to increase leverage in world trade" (ML =
68%). Other strong probabilities were assigned to "political and financial
problems in less-developed countries which would affect the worldwide
economic situation" (ML = 55%), and "the enactment of international
codes of ethics for multinationals " (ML = 57%). The executives were not
nearly as disposed to the idea of unemployment exceeding 10 percent in
most developed countries (ML = 44%) and inflation in excess of 15 percent in
these same countries (ML = 46%) . Judging from these last two statements,
the Wisconsin executives did not foresee a dire world economic environment
except for the possibility of trade wars.
TABLE 5
World Economy in 1995
Range of Common Experience
EVENT

LQ

M

UQ

28%

44%

63%

Major efforts to develop international codes of conduct
for the operation of multinationals.

39

57

79

Inflation exceeding 15% in most developed countries.

31

46

68

Widespread political and financial instability in lessdeveloped countries, causing worldwide economic
instability.

35

55

78

A climate of protectionism characterized by periodic
international trade wars and the formation of regional
alliances to increase leverage in world trade.

51

68

88

Unemployment
countries.

Note:

exceeding

10% in

most developed

LO = lower quartile
M = mean
UO = upper quartile

A Summary 01 the Predicted External Business Environment
In summary, Wisconsin business executives who responded to our poll
have indicated the following vision of the future:
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• Technology will have a significant impact upon the future, as indicated by
anticipation of further use of CAD / CAM, growth in use of inexpensive
microcomputers and interlocking data bases, and the expansion of telecommunications/information/electronic industries. Heavy industry may be
declining, but the rapid acceptance of some forms of technology such as
in-home shopping is not expected.
• A moderate political environment is being anticipated , with the strongest
impacts coming from increased political power among the elderly and
decreased importance of labor unions. tssues such as decentralization
of the federal government , a national industrial policy, protective foreign
investment measures, and declining health care costs are seen as being
moderately probable, at best.
• A generally mixed social environment is forecast, with increased emphasis
on the quality and importance of education , increasing life spans, and
continued movement toward two-income households. The current popula tion shift to the Sun belt and West is expected to continue, and infrastructure problems are being anticipated in many municipalities.
• An intensifying ecological environment is being predicted, with resulting
shortages of water, oil, and food . Increased global coordination will be
required on many pollution problems, and worldwide struggles to develop
ocean resources are being anticipated. World population is not predicted
to stabilize. Major scientific developments relative to oceans and space
are strongly forecast.
• A moderate world economic environment is anticipated, with protectionism ,
periodic trade wars, and regional all iances as components of the future
outlook. Financial and political troubles in less-developed countries are
expected to influence world financial matters; multinationals will have to
abide by international codes of ethics. Unemployment in excess of 10
percent and inflation in excess of 15 percent are not predicted for developed nations.
Strategy Options for Wisconsin Business Firms

Another section of the questionnaire to which the executives responded
involved some specific indications of how their competitive strategies might
change. A five-point scale was used to evaluate each strategy-related statement, with 1.0 indicating strong disagreement and 5.0 indicating strong
agreement.
The first set of strategy questions dealt with the marketing concept
(see Table 6). In general, the executives saw firms becoming more consumer
oriented by 1995 (mean rating [MRl of 4.4, with 96% indicating that they
"mildly agree" or "strongly agree"). Profits were projected to become more
important than sales volume (MR = 4.3), and marketing was forecast as
becoming more integrated with other functional departments (MR = 4.2).
In addition , relationships with suppliers, agents, and distri butors were projected as becoming more important (MRs of 4.0 and 3.8). It is also predicted
that "firms will become more concerned with developing good relations
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with employees" (MR = 4.0). Executives were uncertain, however, about
whether "firms will concentrate their efforts more on cash flow than profits"
(MR = 2.9), and about liquidity versus profits (MR = 2.5). Table 6 provides a
complete summary of results for this portion of the questionnaire.
TABLE 6
The Marketing Concept
Level of Agreement·
STATEMENTS

Strongly
Mildly
Disagree DI.agree Uncertain

Mildly
Agree

Strongly
Agree

Mean
Rating·

Firms will be more consumer
oriented.

0.0

4.2

0.0

45.8

50.0

4.4

Firms will concentrate th eir
efforts more on profits than
on sales volume.

0.0

4.2

4.2

50.0

41 .7

4.3

Marketers will work together
more with other functional
departments in the firm in
order to achieve total company objectives.

0.0

8.3

8.3

41 .7

41.7

4.2

Firms will be more concerned
with developing good relations with employees.

0.0

8.3

20.8

33.3

37.5

4.0

Firms will be more concerned
with developing good relations with their agents and / or
distributors.

0.0

4.2

29.2

45.8

20.8

3.8

Firms will be more concerned
with developing good relations with suppliers.

0.0

8.3

12.5

50.0

29 .2

4.0

Firms will concentrate the ir
efforts more on cash fl ow
than on profits.

4.2

45.8

16.7

25.0

9.7

2 .9

Firms will con centrate their
efforts more on liquidity than
on profits.

12.5

45.8

20.8

20.8

0.0

2.5

"Note: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = mildly disagree, 3 = uncertain , 4 = mil dly agree, 5 = strongly agree.

Competition In 1995
The next series of statements focused on the competitive environment
that Wisconsin business executives believe they will face in the year 1995
(see Table 7). Executives by and large felt that there would be fewer firms
operating in their industries (MR = 4.0), and they perceived that international competition will increase within these industries (MR = 3.4). Only
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29 percent of the executives surveyed felt that there would be more firms
competing in the future (MR = 2.7).
Regarding "competitive intensity," most executives felt that competition
will be more intense in the future (MR = 4.5) , and that firms will be aggressively fighting to hold their market share (MR = 4.5). As a result of this
increased competition, it was projected that more of the firm's sales dollar in
1995 will be spent on marketing (83% at least "mildly agree," MR = 3.9).

TABLE 7
Competition in 1995
Level of Agreement*
Strongly
DI.agree

STATEMENTS

Mildly
DI.agree Uncertain

Mildly
Agree

Strongly
Agree

Mean
Rating"

NUMBER OF PLAYERS
Our firm will be compet ing
with a larger number qf firms
than today.

20.8

41 .7

8.3

8.3

20.8

2.7

International competition will
have increased significantly
in our industry.

8.3

29.2

4.2

29.2

29.2

3.4

There will be fewer firms
operating in our industry.

0.0

12.5

20.8

20.8

45.8

4.0

Firms will be spend ing more
of each sales dollar on
marketing due to increased
competition.

0.0

12.5

4.2

62 .5

20.8

3 .9

Firms in our industry will be
aggressively fighting to hold
onto their share of the market.

0.0

0.0

12.5

25.0

62 .5

4.5

Competition will
intense.

0.0

0.0

4.2

41 .7

54.2

4.5

COMPETITIVE INTENSITY

be more

"Note: 1 = strongly disagree, 2

= mildly disagree. 3 =uncertain, 4 = mildly agree, 5 =strongly agree.

Corporate Strategy In 1995
In an effort to gauge the perceptions of Wisconsin business executives
concerning general corporate strategy directions, a series of statements
having to do with growth and retrenchment strategies were given (see Table
8). Regarding growth , the highest ratings related to the following statements:
• Organization seeks to add new products that appeal to new markets
(MR = 4.4)
• Organization seeks to add new products to existing markets (MR = 4.4)
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TABLE 8
Corporate Growth Strategies in 1995

Level of Agreement*

STRATEGY STATEMENT

Strongly
Disagree

Neither
Mildly Agree nor
Disagree Disagree

Mildly
Agree

Strongly
Agree

Mean
Rating"

Organizations will seek mergers in non-related area.

39.1

17.4

17.4

17.4

8.7

2.4

Organizations will seek new
technology mergers.

17.4

17.4

21 .7

26 .1

17.4

3.1

Major increase in sales
volume goals (adjusted for
inflation).

0.0

13.0

0.0

65 .2

21 .7

4.0

Major increase in profit goals
(adjusted for inflation).

0.0

4.3

8.7

56.5

30.4

4.1

Organizations will seek to
add new products that appeal to new markets.

0.0

0.0

8.7

39 .1

52.2

4.4

Organizations will seek to
add new products that appeal to existing markets.

0.0

0.0

13.0

34 .8

52.2

4.4

Increased penetration of new
markets with existing products
and services .

0.0

4.3

8.7

47.8

39.1

4.2

Increased penetration of
existing markets with existing products and services.

0.0

8.7

0.0

56 .5

34.8

4.2

Increased vertical integration.

0.0

13.0

47.8

30.4

8.7

3.3

"Note: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = mildly disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = mildly agree,
S = strongly agree.

These findings indicate that firms are willing to innovate, invest, and bear risk
in order to remain competitively strong. These expectations of Wisconsin
business executives are mirrored in related statements that address increased sales volume goals (MR = 4.0), as well as increased penetration of
new markets with existing products/services (MR =4.2) and existing markets
with existing products / services (MR = 4.2). Clearly these last two findings
show an inclination for innovation and rigorous competition in the marketplace.
. Other methods of maintaining competitive strength, such as mergers into
non-related areas (MR = 2.4), technology mergers (MR = 3.1), and increased
vertical integration (MR = 3.3), were not forecast with a comparable degree
of strength. The respondents seemed to be indicating that, at least for
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Wisconsin firms , "merger mania " has given way to increased positioning
strategy within the marketplace.
Concerning retrenchment strategies, the highest mean rating of all the
statements in this .section was 3.6, a low rating indicating that Wisconsin
business executives do not generally perceive retrenchment to be as useful
a gener.ic strategy as growth (see Table 9). As indicated by their low MR's, the
following three approaches generated little enthusiasm :
• Reduced product or service offering (MR = 1.6)
• Partial or complete liquidation of the business (MR
• Major cutbacks in R&D (MR = 1.8)

=

1.6)

TABLE 9
Corporate Retrenchment Strategies in 1995
Level of Agreement*

STRATEGY STATEMENT

Strongly
Disagree

Neither
Mildly Agree nor
Disagree DI.agree

Mildly
Agree

Strongly
Agree

Mean
Rating"

Decreased production capacity or reduction of facilities.

47 .8

26 .1

4.3

21 .7

0.0 ·

2 .0

Decreased penetration of
existing markets with existing products.

9.1

26.1

4.3

21 .7

8.7

2.3

Reduced product or service
offering.

56 .5

34 .8

0.0

8.7

0.0

1.6

Major cutback in R&D .

47 .8

34.8

8.7

4.3

4.3

1 .8

Major cost cutting/ cost containment program .

4.3

26.1

0.0

47.8

21.7

3 .6

Decrease in the number of
markets served.

34 .8

43.5

8.7

8.7

4.3

2.0

Decreased vertical integration.

17.4

21.7

47 .8

13.0

0.0

2.6

Divestiture of part of the
organization.

30.4

30.4

13.0

26.1

0.0

2 .3

Partial or complete liquidation of the business.

69 .6

4.3

21.7

4.3

0.0

1.6

"Note: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = mildly disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = mildly agree,
S =strongly agree.

Only 22 percent of the respondents "mildly agreed" that decreased production capacity or reduction of facilities would be a viable strategy. Decreased penetration in existing product markets was also not rated highly
(MR = 2.3), nor was the option of a decrease in the number of markets serviced (2.0). In addition, decreased vertical integration (MR = 2.6) and partial
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divestiture of the firm (MR = 2.3) were not enthusiastically received as general
strategy approaches in 1995. The only retrenchment strategy that was
supported was "major cost cutting / cost containment programs," which had
a MR of 3.6 (69% of the respondent executives at least "mildly agreed").
Implications for the Wisconsin Business Climate

Because these predictions apply to the general business climate, the
precise implications they hold for business firms operating in Wisconsin
are qu ite speculative. Nevertheless, there is a relat ionship between the
genera l business climate and the climate that confronts organizations based
in Wisconsin . Among the most notable influences are the following :
1. Wisconsin business executives are more optimistic than pessimistic
about the external business environment of 1995. While some negative developments are expected, such as the possibility of intensified
trade wars and global pollution, the balance of the predictions
(especially relatively low world unemployment and inflation) are
rather favorable .
2. Competition is viewed as becoming increasingly intense. The Wisconsin business executives responding to this survey suggest that in
the intervening ten years, there will be fewer competitors . However,
the climate of competition among those remaining will be more severe
and many of the "new players" will be international, rather than
domestic, firms.
3. Despite the projected climate of increased competition, Wisconsin
business executives seem rather upbeat about the types of strategies
they will use. Because most of the strategic actions that the executives project are intended to stimulate growth rather .than retrenchment, the executives perceive their organizations to be generally in
an expansionist mode rather than in one that simply attempts to
protect existing market share. This kind of thinking is not consistent
with the stereotypical rust bucket image of decaying and dying Midwestern industries.
The key value of observations such as these is not in their accuracy
of prediction, but rather in their function as a benchmark for other managers
to test their own opinions. Managers should look at each prediction and ask
themselves whether their own attitudes square with those expressed by this
sample group. If the managers ' opinions about a particular item strongly
disagree with those expressed, they should ask themselves whether there
is some compelling reason for this divergent opinion. Perhaps there is some
factor particular to their industry that makes a divergent prediction quite
logical. If, however, managers can think of no reason for their opinion to be
divergent, such projections suggest considerations that need to be taken into
account to a greater degree by their organization.

